Abstract
Introduction
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs) "are multiplayer role-playing games (RPGs) played online over the internet in a persistent world with hundreds, or even thousands of people simultaneously connected to the same server" [1, p. 1] . While some games still retain strong user growth, others struggle. For example, long-time industry leader World of Warcraft lost around 55 % of its active players between 2010-2015 [37] , which directly impacted their revenue since they have a subscription-based revenue model where players pay a monthly fee in order to play. As a result, MMORPG service providers have a strong interest in knowing the factors that drive actual usage.
To master the game in MMORPGs, players usually have to interact with other players for example via chats, by trading or by collaboratively completing quests [1, 11] . Hence, in contrast to traditional role-playing games such as Final Fantasy VII, which are played offline and alone, there is a large social aspect embedded into most MMORPGs. The Need to Belong theory suggests that every person has, to differing extents, a fundamental need to connect with others and be accepted by them [e.g., 5] and the Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G) postulates that individuals' repeated usage of media is determined by their needs and wants, which are directly linked to their ultimate goal of gratification [33] . Drawing from these two theories, we believe that Perceived Belonging, that is, the degree to which a person feels connected to and accepted by other individuals [5, 16, 27, 35, 41] , is an important positive influence factor of MMORPG usage and we seek to examine whether this influence is a direct influence on MMORPG usage, an indirect influence on MMORPG usage through Perceived Enjoyment, or both.
After surveying 71 German-speaking Internet users and applying a structural equation modeling approach, we found that Perceived Belonging's positive influence on Actual MMORPG Usage is fully mediated by Perceived Enjoyment. In summary, this finding suggests that MMORPG developers should focus on fostering interaction between players and include more belonging-oriented aspects into their games in order to influence individuals' MMORPG Usage through the feeling of belonging.
The next section introduces the Uses and Gratifications Theory as well as the Need to Belong theory. Following this, we will present our research model and research design. We will then reveal and discuss our results before summarizing our findings, presenting their theoretical as well as practical implications, and providing an outlook on further research.
Theoretical background

Uses and gratifications theory
The Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G; Figure 1 ) has been used in numerous research articles
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Figure 1. Uses and gratifications theory
More specifically, the U&G assumes that people have specific needs and wants. Consequently, they are motivated to fulfill them and, hence, perform such behaviors that they believe will be able to do so. For example, imagine a curious person: the U&G postulates that he/she will choose and use a medium if he/she believes it will gratify his/her curiosity.
Various needs and wants that can drive video game usage have been discussed in the U&G literature. For example, it has been shown that individuals choose games that they believe gratify their specific wants such as arousal, competition, diversion, and fantasy [e.g., 36]. In the following section, we will introduce the notion of human beings' Need to Belong. Drawing from the U&G, we will postulate later on that satisfying one's Need to Belong, in this case through Perceived Belonging, is an important driver of how often someone plays MMORPGs.
Perceived belonging
In evolutionary terms, belonging to a group once provided practical benefits in terms of survival and breeding [5] . For example, hunting large animals for food or defending against threats was a much easier and less dangerous task to accomplish as a group of individuals than as a single isolated individual. As a result, humans developed a Need to Belong [e.g., 5, 41] , also referred to as the Belongingness hypothesis [5] , Need for Love, Affection and Belongingness [27] , or Relatedness Need [35] .
More specifically, the Need to Belong theory postulates that every person has, to differing extents, a fundamental need to connect to others and be accepted by them. Over time, the satisfaction of this need has become more and more positively linked to hedonic well-being, represented by the presence of positive hedonic feelings such as enjoyment, happiness, and pleasure; in addition, socially isolated people suffer more from psychological problems and illnesses than non-isolated people do [5, 6, 22, 32] . Today, people still depend on the establishment and maintenance of social relationships as potential support systems [3] , providing them with increased well-being, in addition to practical benefits such as support in times of need, in the form of encouragement, advice or material resources [9, 10, 14, 41] .
In summary, belonging to a group is a fundamental human need whose satisfaction provides individuals with hedonic feelings and practical benefits. As a result of this, the feeling of belonging has been identified as an important factor that motivates people's behavior. Indeed, in the media usage context, it has been shown that Perceived Belonging, i.e., the degree to which a person feels connected to and accepted by others [5, 16, 27, 35, 41] , can influence the frequency of people's media usage [15, 16] .
More specifically, Ernst et al. [16] argued that social network sites such as Facebook provide their users with functionalities that can help them feel like they belong to a larger group or help them cultivate stronger relationships with other individuals, and that the feeling of belonging is positively linked to hedonic well-being [e.g., 5, 6, 22, 32] . They empirically confirmed that Perceived Belonging is an influence factor of both the Perceived Usefulness and Perceived Enjoyment of social network sites, thus indirectly driving their usage. Similarly, Ernst and Ernst [15] argued that the Pokémon video game series allows players to feel like they belong. In this traditional role-playing game series, players have to catch animals called Pokémon and train them to battle the Pokémon of other trainers they meet along the way. Since real-life pets can be "an important source of social support", giving people a sense of belonging [28, p. 1240] , and since research suggests that there might be no differences between a person's feelings towards a real pet or a virtual pet [cf. 23, 42] , Ernst and Ernst [15] examined the potential influence of an individual's Perceived Belonging on how often he/she plays the Pokémon video games. They confirmed that Perceived Belonging, which in this case was created by companionship with the virtual pets, is a direct positive influence factor of Actual Game Use as well as an indirect influence factor of Actual Game Use through Perceived Enjoyment.
Research model
In the following section, we will present our research model (in Figure 2) Video games such as MMORPGs are typical hedonic systems that "aim to provide self-fulfilling value to the user, … [which] is a function of the degree to which the user experiences fun when using the system" [39, p. 696] . Consistently with this, numerous studies have confirmed that Perceived Enjoyment, i.e., "the extent to which the activity of using a specific system is perceived to be enjoyable in its own right, aside from any performance consequences resulting from system use" [40, p. 351] , is an important driver of hedonic systems' usage [e.g., 8]. Applied to our context, these findings suggest that an individual's Perceived Enjoyment positively influences how often he/she plays MMORPGs. We hypothesize that:
Perceived Enjoyment positively influences Actual MMORPG Usage (H1).
In MMORPGs, multiple aspects can make people perceive that they belong. Indeed, in order to be able to master many of the games' quests, players usually have to strongly collaborate [1, 11] . More specifically, players team up with other players that they meet along the way and come to appreciate. [11] . Indeed, they surveyed 912 MMORPG players and found that around 3/4 of their sample made good friends within the game and just under half of the sample considered their MMORPG friends to be comparable to their real-life friends. Similarly, Martoncik and Loksa [26] found that MMORPG players experience less loneliness in the virtual world than they do in the real world. In summary, we suggest that the MMORPGs are able to make people perceive that they belong, i.e., gratify their Need to Belong [e.g., 5, 41] .
According to the Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G), individuals' media usage is determined by their needs and wants -the ultimate goal being gratification of these needs and wants [33] . More specifically, people are motivated to fulfill their needs and thus perform behaviors that they believe can help them fulfill these needs. In our context, Perceived Belonging can be described as the degree to which a person believes that the usage of an MMORPG fulfills his/her Need to Belong. Consequently, drawing from the U&G, we believe that an individual's Perceived Belonging positively influences how often he/she plays MMORPGs. Indeed, Ernst and Ernst [15] confirmed a positive influence of Perceived Belonging on Actual Game Use in the context of the Pokémon video game series. We hypothesize that:
Perceived Belonging positively influences Actual MMORPG Usage (H2).
In addition, multiple studies have found that the feeling of belonging is positively linked to hedonic well-being, which is represented by the presence of positive hedonic feelings such as enjoyment [e.g., 5, 6, 22, 32] . In line with this, Ernst et al. [16] 
Research design
Data collection
To empirically evaluate our research model, we collected 71 completed German-language online questionnaires about one specific MMORPG: Guild Wars 2 1 . More specifically, we posted a call in a German Guild Wars 2-focused forum and, to add variance, in two general Internet forums. At the beginning of the questionnaire, we gave a short description of the game for those respondents that were not familiar with it and might not actually have played it at all, including official images and an explanation of the general gameplay [19] . 51 of our respondents were male (72 percent) and 20 were female (28 percent). The average age was 28.34 years (standard deviation: 8.66). 3 respondents were unemployed (4 percent), 7 were apprentices (10 percent), 4 respondents were pupils (6 percent), 32 respondents were currently employed (45 percent), 22 were students (31 percent), and 3 selected "other" as a description of themselves (4 percent).
Measurement
We adapted existing and well-established reflective scales in order to measure Actual MMORPG Usage and Perceived Enjoyment. For Perceived Belonging, we adapted the Need to Belong scale [24] . For example, whereas the individual extent of people's Need to Belong is measured by items such as "I want other people to accept me", we measured Perceived Belonging by using items such as: "When I play Guild Wars 2, I feel accepted" [cf. 15, 16] . Table 1 presents the resulting items and the corresponding sources. Actual MMORPG Usage was measured, "using 2 questions regarding the frequency with which the respondent currently … [plays Guild Wars 2] . The first was a 7-point scale with the adjectives frequent and infrequent at the endpoints. The second was a 'check the box' format, with 1 Guild Wars 2 is one of the most successful MMORPGs with more than 7 million accounts as of October 23rd 2015, which equals an increase of about 40 percent from August 2015. Players have to choose from a combination of five races and eight professions to create their avatar and team up with other players in the course of the game in order to fight dragons, other teams, etc.
categories for current use of: not at all; less than once a week; about once a week; 2 or 3 times a week; 4 to 6 times a week; about once a day, more than once a day" [13, p. 991] . All other items were measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree". Leary et al. [24] cf. Ernst et al. [16] When I play Guild Wars 2, I feel like I belong (PB2) When I play Guild Wars 2, I feel connected to a community (PB3)
Perceived Enjoyment
Playing Guild Wars 2 is pleasant (PE1) Davis et al. [12] I have fun playing Guild Wars 2 (PE2) I find playing Guild Wars 2 to be enjoyable (PE3)
Results
We used the Partial-Least-Squares approach via SmartPLS 3.2.3 [31] . With 71 datasets, we met the suggested minimum sample size threshold of "ten times the largest number of structural paths directed at a particular latent construct in the structural model" [21, p. 144] . To test for significance, we used the integrated Bootstrap routine with 5,000 samples [21] .
In the following section, we will first evaluate our measurement model. Indeed, we will examine the content validity, indicator reliability, construct reliability, and discriminant validity of our constructs. Finally, we will present the results of our structural model.
Measurement model
Since we used common definitions and proven items from former studies, we assumed that all the constructs and measurements used were both representative and comprehensive, thus suggesting content validity [cf. 29] . Tables 2 and 3 present the correlations between constructs together with the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) and Composite Reliability (CR), and our reflective items' factor loadings, respectively: All items loaded high (.72 or more) and significant (p<.001) on their parent factor and, hence, met the suggested threshold of indicator reliability of .70 [21] ; AVE and CR were equal or higher than .74 and .89, respectively, meeting the suggested construct reliability thresholds of .50/.70 [20] . The loadings from our indicators were highest for each parent factor and the square root of the AVE of each construct was higher than each of their correlations with the other constructs, thus indicating discriminant validity [17, 21] . Figure 3 presents the path coefficients of the previously hypothesized relationships as well as the R 2 s of both endogenous variable (*** = p<.001, ns = non-significant). 
Structural model
Conclusions
In this article, we draw from the Uses and Gratifications Theory as well as the Need to Belong theory in order to study whether an individual's Perceived Belonging positively influences how often he/she plays MMORPGs. After collecting 71 German-language online questionnaires and applying a structural equation modeling approach, we found that Perceived Belonging's positive influence on Actual MMORPG Usage is fully mediated by Perceived Enjoyment.
Our study has some limitations. First, our empirical findings are based on only one specific MMORPG: Guild Wars 2. Therefore, there might be differences between this particular game and other games. Moreover, since we only surveyed Germanspeaking people, our results might not hold true for non-German speaking people. Also, our sample individuals were relatively young (mean: 28.34 years; standard deviation: 8.66). Hence, differences might be found for other age groups.
In summary, our article contributes to video game research by suggesting that Perceived Belonging is an important driver of MMORPG usage. Hence, our findings hold important practical implications. More specifically, our study suggests that MMORPG service providers should include belonging-oriented aspects into their games, in order to increase individuals' game usage through their Perceived Belonging and, hence, to secure their long-time revenue streams.
As a next step, we plan to examine drivers that could provide players with a sense of belonging such as the possibility of interacting and cooperating with other players, and Perceived Companionship, which is the degree to which a person feels that someone/something provides him/her with companionship [cf. 7, 23] . More specifically, we seek to provide MMORPG service providers with specific advice as to which game aspects provide players with a sense of belonging, and, hence, indirectly drive their actual MMORPG play. Additionally, we also plan to study the potential influence of Perceived Belonging on players' specific behavior in the MMORPG world such as acting prosocially, which is behavior that is "intended to benefit one or more people other than oneself" [4, p. 463] .
